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Ron Bayes on His Life and His Work 


Lust in the Dust is what my students at Eastern Oregon State 
College dubbed my first little book of poetry. Being completely 
taken by Auden’s “September 1, 1939,” I mistakenly (though I 
insist not condescendingly) tried to reach more people by 
“clarifying” Eros and titling the tome Dust and Desire. Years 
later, when I was friends with James Laughlin, he laughingly 
offered some comfort by saying that even William Carlos 
Williams and Pound hadn’t been too swift at first-book naming. 
The first two poems in this gathering are from Dust and Desire. 

I grew up on an Oregon farm at the end of the Great 
Depression, raised by my maternal grandparents, Florence and 
Homer Cochran, my Mom having died in childbirth. My love for 
country and animals was always great and has not diminished. 
Florence was a Nessly and poetry had played a large part in 
sweetening hard country work in her orchardist clan. The 
Cochrans were more the hard-riding, cattle-and-hay raising kind. 
So it was okay for me to like literature and music as long as I also 
worried openly about our tenuous survival there in the 1930’s. 

My country grade school had 80 students and my high school 
40. They were in the village of Umapine (population 55, 
according to the only Encyclopedia Americana it ever made it 
into). After business school, we sold enough cows to get me 
through my first year of college; after that, scholarships made 
continuing possible. 

I started writing little rhymes about 4th grade and kept on 
doing that to entertain myself and others, while I grew to love Poe 
and Shakespeare and Emerson. Then Frost. And in college 
(Eastern Oregon College), Eliot and Pound and cummings 
monopolized. Dylan Thomas was ragingly popular then, too. 

Although it was in my second book, the oldest published 
poem here, “Going South,” must first have been drafted in about 
1954. It and the later “But to Tell the Truth” were Charles 
Kuralt’s two favorites, when he interviewed me for public TV the 
year before his death. “Lydette” and “The Counter-clockwise 
Bus,” written when I was in the Infantry in Iceland in the late 
1950’s, were in my first book. I sent copies of my first book to my 
ten favorite writers, I recall, and William Carlos Williams was the 


only one to respond—which he did in depth, and then allowed his 
remarks to be used as the introduction to the paperback edition. 
His favorite of the 34 poems was “Lydette.” My Army pals liked 
“The Counter-clockwise Bus” a lot. The old buses that went 
opposite directions around the military base at Keflavik were 24- 
hour wonders. 

I had gotten drafted three days after receiving my Master’s 
degree, so I was able to teach some night classes for the 
University of Maryland in Iceland after the day’s duties. Then I 
joined Maryland for a year full time (Atlantic Division), prior to 
heading for the University of Pennsylvania as a Woodrow Wilson 
Fellow. That’s where D&D was put together. After Penn, back to 
Oregon to teach at my alma mater, still consumed by love of Eliot, 
Pound, and, of course, W.C.W. Cages and Journeys began in 
Philadelphia and ended in Oregon. Inspired by Patchen and 
Rexroth, I started a reading series at EOSC and, by golly, it took 
off (to our considerable surprise), sometimes pulling in audiences 
of several hundred in our little town of 15,000. Among frequent 
readers were wonderful and varied writers such as Dick Hugo, Ed 
Dorn, Carolyn Kizer, Vi Gale, Jonathan Williams, Rolfe 
Humphries (my old mentor), and William Stafford. Philip Whalen 
came through and through him I was to meet and become friends 
with Charles Olson and Robert Creeley. And it was at this time 
that a courageous student friend of mine inspired “For a Friend 
Who Walked Girders.” 

In 1966 I took a leave and headed for Japan. There, through 
friends, I met Yu Suwa, who had first published W.C.W. in the 
Orient. Yu asked me for a manuscript and the chapbook 
Constructions was the result. Early in that first Japan year, James 
Laughlin sent me a letter of introduction to Yukio Mishima, and a 
lively friendship eventuated. And I had a walk-on in a Donald 
Richie movie, learned from Richie that another favorite poet, 
James Merrill, was a best friend of his, and was able to meet 
Merrill in Greece, on my way home. 

In 1968 I accepted an invitation to become Writer-in- 
Residence at St. Andrews Presbyterian College in Laurinburg, 
NC. It quickly become home and still is. The Writers’ Forum 
concept rooted here, St. Andrews College Press was founded, and 
books continued to come from my pen, too. My first two books of 
some size, The Casketmaker (1972) and History of the Turtle 


(1970), came out in both paper and hardback. Turtle was the first 
book in my rather sprawling Umapine Tetralogy. 

My readers’ theater evenings with Ezra Pound and William 
Carlos Williams, written and produced in Oregon, with the aid 
and blessing of Laughlin, continue to be produced occasionally 
and I want to keep some cavorting in semi-theatrical modes. 

Trips to Haiti, Canada, the British Isles, and Japan continued 
to feed the middle poems in this book, and home-town Southern 
eavesdropping the last one. Next? Next? Right now I’m writing 
out of Plutarch with one hand and daily life with the other. Same 
old jazz: “So much to do, so little time,” but how sweet it often is. 
And I pray that the powers extend the dust—and the other 
component, too. 


The Counter-clockwise Bus 


Riding the counter-clockwise bus 
The sweating world’s not with us; 
Rather are we the virgin world: 
The waltz that one Vienna whirled, 


Covering all and touching none 
(The retrospective one—and one). 
The clockwise riders hasten on, 
Thinking that races can be won. 


Lydette 


Gay and garlanded 
Down to the dockside 
My love came running. 


Warm that welcoming 
By azure waters, 
And both of us laughing. 


So shall I love her, 
Hearing her laughter 
At each journey’s end, 


Never forgetting my 
Smiling and flowered, 
My dear love, running. 


Going South 


They’d made the start South from North Washington, 
Passed through Walla Walla, 

Milton-Freewater, 

I joining there the bus-load, 

And God, but they were without. 


So little! 

Blankets and baskets and the Greyhound creaking 
Baskets aud blankets and a cardboard box 
Glasses and rubber boots 

Knotted brown hands 

And everything and hope on board, in short. 


Up and down hills: 

Weston, Athena, Pendleton, 

And I recall somewhere between he looked at her, 
Turning half-round his seventy-wintered and rheumatic head 
And thrilling spastic-like, jerking words because of 
February cold, 

To California-or-bust, his partner, wife, said 
“Mother, I can feel it. 

It’s getting warmer already.” 

Said, “We’re in Oregon now, you know. 

It’s quite a difference.” 


I couldu’t wince, 

Nor yet could choose to ponder on the heartbrown moment 
With twelve above outside and cold feet, too. 

I knew it wasn’t really getting warmer, 

Mountains ahead and open land with gusts of wind soon up 
The Columbia Gorge to the right; the Bend southmountain 

country 

Ditto. 


“God!” I said inside 
“How can they prop this poor act up— 
This poor pretense at hope.” 


But they had to and they knew and I knew and I wanted with them. 
Wanted with ... 

But knew it wasn’t getting any warmer, 

Except, perhaps, 

The region of the heart. 


Philadelphia Airport 


Rather tired at the Philadelphia Airport 
And the plane to board 
An hour and three coffees away. 


What irony that at five-thirty a.m. 

I am at last moved by emotion 

(It has been a long time) 

When the unavoidable, continual soft-music loudspeaker 
Romps a certain German polka, 


And I remember another airport, 

Other years, 

And I who have never wished to go back before 

Wish to go back. 

But one never can in time 

(And does space matter much?). 

Want some irony? 

In Germany it was (you weren’t there) 

And I loved you: Christ! with what passion of intensity, 
Jealous of whomever you were with 


With the dawn pink and blue and grey and 
The trees mushroom clumping 

Like wanting Breughel 

To red-in country rompers 

—Or maybe someone good at satyrs: 


And I remember that other airport 
I remember a polka 
And that I loved you. 


Now each in maze muddled and oh-so-adjusting 
And we no longer love ... why kid? And I am not 
Even jealous in wild imaginings, 
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A few people 

A few more people 

Now we move ... you move ... I move 
To progress 

Unlove to unlove 

Anticipating only departures. 


... from progress 


But to Tell the Truth 


As for flavor 

It’s hard to best 

A rib 

Said my butcher to 
Me 

And J thought about 
Eve. 
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Construction III 
(Higashi-Fuchu) 


In the very dark night 

in nearly total silence, 

exactly in time, 

and precisely together 

two old men ride their bikes by, 
silently friends 

going to work, still. 


I can only hope 

to go into the dark 

this lovely way. 

Look beside the walk: 
small flowers may just 
be seen in the grass, 
even though it’s eleven. 


For a Friend Who Walked Girders 


I fumble at the weaving of a garland for you 
with whom a certain grace 

of understanding came late, 

at the right time, out of place. 
Regardless of the calendar 

the fumble-fingered man I was 
and am; note how the things 

pop out of place in eye, in fact— 
but string and color, stalk and 
vine of mine I wind, now, briefly 
together for you, in grief, 

this way, for at least one last time 
and at least one first. 


That I have never seen a finer 

love than yours, or hurt more deep 
makes me confess the mystery. 

And now I think illogically about 

your summer with the bridges, 

rivets caught death-high, in air, 
knowing time lines extend some things. 
Some things stand out because 

they should, 

because they must. 


Eyes sometimes come alive in paintings 
where there are only almond whites, 
clocks stop when the dead love 

or want to touch us; when the dead love 
the living and when we reciprocate. 
And sometimes through such doors 

in spite of our desire, loved ones 

insist on entering. Then we can only 
touch and hope; make hope a garland, 
hope touch will suffice and we can 
—will be allowed to—take 

a world at a time. 
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Not as a Foolish Man 
(Montreal October) 


Thoughts run fast, back and back. 
Suddenly a vista, as wind 

beats black rain against this 

4th floor window. 


Pace the floor; write Ragnar in 
Iceland, twelve months late. 
9 degrees centigrade the 


radio tells me after “Disco Duck” in French. 


My loves and yearnings are so near 
parallel to early youth. 

But fifteen vigorous years have spoken. 
I cannot bear more repetition 


Nor will inflict it save as leitmotif, 
consciously. 

But oh the Places I love now. And how I 
would return to you, to you 


With the absolute same passions, 
the desires somewhat clearer, 

& the great hopes still, and still 
not as a foolish man. 


Wet vista, dark and cold, these 
wet feet walk 

your streets 

with that odd heart maintained. 


One of you (colder even than Montreal) 
I feel as a sudden lover to: 

old Reykjavik. Then, quick, hot 

Old San Juan and wild Tokyo. 
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Why, 

why cling to the geography of love? 
I do not know, Dear Friends— 

or why I’II hang before II] quit. 


Nobody goes for pain or wants to 

in his right mind 

dish out hurt. (Forgive my tonal change. 
Bear with me.) 


That vista, though! Come with me 
to try and try, wet feet, rain 
coming parallel—not freezing yet 
our luck—stepping our mud. 
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Port Au Prince Morning 


Halfway to where we were 
yesterday for rum 

at Big Mama’s 

we tab-tab out. 

A daytime bar, a lame bartender. 
And lots of girls. Hell, and not yet noon. 
She’s Lydia, she says, and will 

not go away, does not speak French 
—a temporary from Santo Domingo— 
and will not be ignored by me 

as she seems to be by her 

Creole sisters. 

We note El Papa kissed the ground 
in her own town last week. 

She grabs my 

rosary. 

I surge with generosity, 

having said “no” so much. 

“My wife’s at the hotel,” 

I say. “I cannot go with you 
—would you like this? 

memento!” 


It half works. You will wear 
it proud you say, 

give it to your Mother 
finally. 

Observant Philippe, who’s 
been so silent, thanks me suddenly 
in the other ear 

for being kind to you. 
Backpaddle, wash and watch. 
It works a little while. 

Then Lydia assures 

my wife will not be wiser 
nor ill served if we have sex. 
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I put the rosary around her 

neck, get straight with God. 

“Tt is from Italy. 

He from Poland,” I mumble. 

My rummy head thinks cosmically 
—“or is he?” 

That I have no bambinos 

bothers her. 

The room croons, “Yes, you do.” 
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Well I Lost 


everything you gave me— 
the pen in Dublin 
at the Post Office, 


your letter back in 
London, 

your address in 
Philadelphia. 


You poor bastard, 
you'll never hear 
from me again. 


August Pillow: A Tokyo Notebook 


if 


The accordion bands in the street! 
Punctuation of these summer days 
before the rains, 

before the dances of the people at o-bon 
at night before the shrine 

—a little climb above the tori, Akasaka, 
where we were last year 

before the lithe and naked boy 
drumming constantly 

under the lanterns 

sweating and smiling foot to foot. 


We wake in the dark before dawn and 
even before I am sure 

your voice is rich with Verlaine, 

soft, clear. 

Under your hands and dreams I am happy. 


I also understand faces turned 
to walls, to die. 


Your 

Saint Sebastian: Ordeal by Roses 
Sebastian Venable 

Sebastian Melmoth 

Sebastian Flight. 

Night knowing night. 
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If butterflies 

could have barristers, 

what a lawyer Mitomi! 

Bomepunsudet, you want to go 

into international law? 

Your face is suddenly serious 

in the noisy dance bar. 

The jape, the jibe vanish 

The mask at last is down! 

Is it that you’re half Irish? 

Hiro and Nori! Here you are again. Sheer 
accident, 2 years later outside a movie in 
Ginza, and a Hari Krishna from 
Fayetteville, Nawth kay-line-uh and me & 
11 million other souls in the city! 


Ruth takes me to the cabaret to see 

Cha-Cha San on stage. Now I have 

only seen Cha-Cha San off-stage at 

Mike’s Bar and one party; have been 

much impressed by the langue, and I like 
Cha-Cha’s favorite phrase, 
“Goddamnsunovabitch.” I prefer it to the current 
“Ya-know?-ya-know” street and student lingo. 


Now Cha-Cha flicks a 

sharp bright smile 

as only the snake god has. 

“We shall see,” we say, despite ourselves, 
drawn to a fearful grace that’s far from funny. 


“Goddamnsunovabitch. I want to make 
it to the United States. On my 

acting. I been to Los Angeles once.” 
Tonight the snake god’s spirit 

is undying once again, wears a top- 
hat, mahogany cane glitters, points 

at me, at me from the stage. Among hundreds 
am I ever proud! Goddamnsunovabitch 
me, the worst-dressed paleface in the 
bloody Tokyo Hilton. 

It’s the hound-dog, Fame, we’re 
a-hunting! 

—Let the silly bitch come to 

bay. 


Curl to my arm, 
avert harm here 
this night. 

Wear this amulet. 


Quiet, quiet the words. 
You are tired, so tired. 
You can’t stay awake. 
Tell my fortune 

with your new book 
tomorrow. 


Il. 


It starts to quake; six p.m. Did Kimi-san tell me 
to stand between the doorposts or away from 

the door posts if there was a quake? I duck in the 
corner, under small desk. 
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Ruth makes most Tokyo taxi drivers seem benign! 


We arrive OK, though, from Kimi-san’s house 
across the swich-swash of cars in cold rain 

to see the bonny Blue Tigers, her current fancy 
at the Club Speed, in Roppongi. 


The Tigers seem pretty 

darned tame for a fag hi group, 
dancing limply together, nonplused and nilly, 
at most keen-absorbed in their Amurrikan 
Backup man, soloist. 

Oh! 

he do twist him ersatz 
joy shout! 
He fellates and finally humps his guitar. 
The latter is safer because it’s electric. 
“The planets are ours,” screams 
The Leader. 


And all this we paid thru the nose for? 
Sweet Genji! 

Roppongi, Roppongi, 

put up your hair. 


lll. 


Five o’clock rush in Shibuya-ku. Delight of late afternoon 
warm, the sun has a few (maybe 20) moments of rich 
tones 

left. I’m lost but unscheduled. Mellower than not. 

As usual at such an hour it’s noisy and crowded. A Kid— 
probably 18—is on an outside phone calling his girl. 
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It’s a pretty tough assignment under these circumstances. 
With a million noises and sights and faces and incidents 
and general motion in this movieset color, and happily 
fuddled and lost, as I said, I’m arrested anyway. His 
face and intensity! I take out my pad. What a metaphor: 

Love 

should still 

be hanging 

on the 

phone 
I scratch it on the five-by-three paper. And then 
I have to laugh. I’m trying to be Shelley and it 
comes out Thurber. And besides it is a picture, 
and with these simple lines it just comes out a cartoon. 
And anyway my egghead friends will tell me that Bergson 
will never let the receiver be put down, thank you. 

Is anyone 

ever exactly 

at the other end 

of the 

line? 
Having got a fish cartoon this time, I think I’d better 
get back to Hobbes and leave off Bergson for now. 

The kid 

finally hangs up. The glow goes. And there’s 
a Kirin Beer Hall. 


Ah! In the beer hall I sit alone 
& watch the 80-year-old dude 
& his 20-year-old girlfriend. 
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All this jazz about the calm precise Japanese! 

The vertical society creates this illusion, 

at best a half-truth. Z.g., when the waiter fired 

the soufflé at the wrong time at 

Maxim de Paris’ de Tokyo and threw it 

away to keep himself from being consumed in flame, 
chucking it right at Ruth, who, 

supra, ducked—ust in time. 


IV. 


I didn’t cry or rage when you went out last hour, 
with no explanation. From 10 on til 11:30 I'd 
watched you dress and preen watched -you watch 

me whirl in a dumb anguish as you stood in front of the 
murror. 

“You don’t mind, do you, Darling?” you finally said. 
And then the door shut. 

Love or hate it sure botches supper. But the action’s 
barely started in Kaname Dori at Shire 

or Bokshin 

or the Regent. 

Go to Hell! 


‘. 


Two days left and 

Hiro again appears. Hiro—four feet nine and 21. 
Shattered dreams, shaky future 

and several arrests. And as if that weren’t 
enough, the girlfriend is loyal, 

and her Dad’s a banker. You, Hiro? Your 

Pop’s a mere salesman. 


Well, my reformed glue addict, as 
tough and high hearted as you are, 
with a girl like Nori, I’m damned 
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if I don’t think 
you’ll make it. 


I'd like to have seen you on that campus 
soapbox 

talking right-wing politics through your 
bullhorn, crying out for a student strike, 
and half a block away Nori on her soapbox, 
urging pacific socialism and no-strike 

into hers. 


And it was, after all, Jesuit Sophia U., 
and what did the good Fathers think? 
And did you two giggle and run 

from it when the others began punching? 


The last time we rally 

you hand me the goodbye package, opaque cellophane; 
inside is Mishima’s Golden Pavilion, first edition, 
which of course you couldn’t afford. 

What can I say, my friend? 

good luck on the next set of odds. 


It opened my adrenalin to flood 

to be paged by name in Haneda, all over 
Haneda, 30 minutes before the posted boarding 
time. I’d thought there was civil time left 

to linger over a drink with Minoru, keep our 
plan to be contained and “mature.” 

It was seemingly working. Then the p.a. 

and everything crunched in. Like a beautiful 
gift you hear break in the bag. 
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Late Night @ Bo Jangles 
(Laurinburg, NC) 


Grease. 
I love grease! 
Do you like grease? 


If you got some to give away, 
give it to Ted, or Div, or Ray. 
I got at least a dozen gallons, 
so don’t give it to me. 

I got no place for it. 


But don’t throw it out, neither! 

If you gonna throw it out, Pl find 
a place. 

I love grease 


You got a Christmas tree yet? 
I know it’s just November, but you can’t 
Start too soon. 
I got me a little pink plastic Christmas tree. 
Roy got it for me. 


“What you want for Christmas?” 
Roy asked me that last week. 
I said, “Anything you give me.” 
But you know what I really want? 
I want me a big, big bottle of 
O-Lay. 
It’s for sensitive skin. 


— SS eS ee ee eee 
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